THE GROWTH OF THE POPULATION OF EUROPE
may become exhausted or mines may be worked out. The
coal-mines of England are far from being worked out, but they
have now to be worked deeper and that changes an element in
the situation. Changes in the skill and habits of the inhabitants
are more frequent and more important. Inventions may im-
prove skill, and in Europe for the last two hundred years
improvement in skill has been rapid and has profoundly modi-
fied the situation. Habits may change; the inhabitants of an
area may be drawn into foreign trade. To see the importance
of foreign trade let us take an example. One hundred people
may be the optimum size for the population of a small island
when its agricultural wealth alone is being exploited. Suppose
that a mine is discovered on the island the produce of which is
desired overseas. Two hundred people may now be the opti-
mum number; the extra hundred receiving food from overseas
in return for the minerals exported. Should a similar mine be
discovered overseas there might be no further demand for the
product of the mine on the island, and the island would be left
over-populated to the extent of a hundred persons.

In broad outline the theory is simple; if pursued into detail
the complications and ramifications are found to be of great
perplexity. But there is no need to pursue them here. We can
turn from pure theory and ask how far it can be practically
applied. Can we say when a country is over-populated? Can
we discover the optimum population for any country? When
Professor Cannan first gave clear expression to the modern
theory he was careful to utter a warning. 'To show that both
under-population and over-population are possible is not the
same thing as showing that either of these things exists now or
ever has existed-----The existence of over-population or under-
population is not susceptible of exact demonstration.'1

Professor Cannan's warning has often been forgotten, and in
recent population discussions it has been assumed that'unem.-'
ployment in this country is evidence that it is over-populated.
We shall presently find reasons for regarding large parts of
India and China as over-populated. Now the outstanding fact

1 E. Cannan, Elementary Political Economy (1888).